Since the identification of the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), most research efforts and publications have focused on the medical aspects of AIDS. Unfortunately, much of the earlier work on the social effect of HIV infection has been overshadowed by sophisticated technology. This book, a collection of papers from the November 1988 United Kingdom Conference on the Social Aspects of AIDS, is written from a sociological perspective with attention to the early history of the epidemic, critique of mainstream American and British thought concerning the disease, and educational efforts directed at intravenous drug users and racial minorities. The book is organized into 16 chapters, most drawn from papers presented at the conference. The first five chapters outline the history of the epidemic and explore how attitudes toward the first AIDS patients have shaped response to the disease and development of a research paradigm. Especially interesting is the observation that, although HIV is a blood-borne virus similar to hepatitis B, popular perceptions of AIDS have been markedly affected by its designation as a venereal disease. Although hepatitis B can also be transmitted sexually, it has not borne the stigma of diseases such as syphilis. The terms "AIDS carrier," "innocent victim," and "risk group" are the semantic reflections of distorted societal views of responsibility for HIV infection and transmission.
Further chapters discuss research in the homosexual community and with intravenous drug users and examine individual's interactional styles with health care professionals and patterns of high-risk behaviors. The authors evaluate the effectiveness of multiple educational efforts and syringe exchange schemes in eliciting behavioral change and preventing disease transmission through examination of the individual's sense of risk and outcome control. The final two chapters are a critique of the AIDS literature published in the popular press since 1987 by medical professionals, the "instant experts," who largely ignore the results of early educational efforts in the homosexual community. Both authors contend that this literature is a reflection of the widespread feeling that a change in morals, not behavior, is an essential and desirable response to the disease.
Ironically, both the limitations and strengths of this book stem from its format as a collection of papers from one conference. Although the papers are well chosen, there are many authors with diverse styles. The chapters vary from concise studies to complex discussions of sociological theory without text to aid in the transition between topics. Some chapters, especially the three concerning intravenous drug users and syringe exchange schemes, contain some redundant information. A synthesis of the material would be a valuable addition but is left entirely to the reader.
The strength of this book lies in its immediacy to a rapidly evolving field. Because it contains a sampling of current research, it is ideal for stimulating further investigation. Relevant topics for future research include patients' feelings about and participation in research protocols, and the concerns of people who know they are HIV-seropositive but have no manifestations of neurological disease, AIDS-related complex, or AIDS.
Recently, it has become apparent that the pace of technological development is sluggish when compared to the spread of a blood-borne virus. Becaue of these limitations, a collaboration between medicine and sociology is required to hasten the development of effective means to prevent and treat HIV infection. Conversely, by evaluating the process of a child's separation-individuation from the mother in a culture that is completely different from ours, they hope to expand Western psychoanalytic thinking to include more general perspectives on human behavior.
The focus of the book is on the strong division between men and women in Papua New Guinea, and on the ceremonies which separate boys from their mothers and allow "rebirth" of the boys from men, free of the contamination of women. Men dominate women but at the same time fear them. They believe that menstrual blood and other vaginal emanations are harmful and even lethal to them. They view heterosexual intercourse as a process that can gravely weaken them by diminishing their limited supply of semen. The family unit is radically different from that in Western cultures. While marriage and procreation are highly valued, husbands do not live with their wives, and consequently fathers rarely interact with their children. The authors describe violent rituals, including ones in which prepubertal boys are made to bleed and to vomit, in an effort to rid themselves of female contamination. The ritual bleeding is viewed as male menstruation-a purification process. In contrast to Freud's insistence on the concept of "penis envy" in girls, Lidz and Lidz focus on the concept of "womb envy," the envy of the procreative and nurturing functions of women in these New Guinea societies. They also raise questions about how "womb envy" is manifest in our own society, and why psychoanalysts have often failed to consider this.
Although the authors spent a few weeks in the region they describe, the book does not rely on their own field work, but rather reviews the work of anthropologists and ethnologists who lived among the indigenes and wrote in depth about their rituals. Some fascinating accounts of rituals and tribal myths make this an intriguing book. Although it seems presumptuous at first to assume that Western-trained psychoanalysts can apply their own ideas to a culture they may not fully understand, the book backs up its claim that all male children in the world undergo first a symbiotic relationship with the mother, and then a disidentification from her and a defeminization in order to assume a role as a male member of society. Because this process often occurs so subtly in our own society, the choice of studying a society where the process of masculinization is clearly overt is a wise one.
